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OCTOBER MEETING

Usability and Member Recruitment
October kicks off our annual membership
drive, and to encourage attendance at the
October meeting, we're offering a 2-for-1
special. Any member who brings a
nonmember to the meeting can enjoy the
evening with their guest for the price of one
admission.

Come hear Mike Prasse, a User Interface
Designer at OCLC, discuss the “Politics of
Usability”. The discussion will focus on the
idea that virtually all arguments against
testing and implementing are based on at
least one of three misconceptions: Too
Little Time, Not Enough Money, and False
Beliefs. Mike will discuss techniques used
at the OCLC usability Lab over the past 15
years to change these three
misconceptions and, thereby, increase
testing and implementation.

Mike was a key member of the team that
established the OCLC Usability Lab in
1990 and has managed the Lab since its
inception. He has conducted over 500
usability evaluations, designed user
interfaces for a number of OCLC products,
and written numerous articles in the areas
of user interface design and usability
testing. Prior to joining OCLC, Mike was a
consultant to AT&T on user interface
design. He holds a BA in mathematics and
psychology from the University of Southern
California and a Ph.D. in psychology from
The Ohio State University.

Register for the meeting at
centralohiostc.org/meetingreg.html

When you register, enter the name of your
guest in the Other Comments section.
Remember, guests of members are free
this month!

Wednesday, October 19

6:30-9:00 pm

hors d’'oeuvres, desserts, and beverages
University Plaza Hotel

3110 Olentangy River Road

$15.00 students and members

CONGRATULATIONS

STC grants senior member status to those
who have been members for five years.
Those who achieved senior member status
in September are

Matthew G. Dennis

Joan M. Dunn

Edward E. Lightle

Thomas W. Wilk

PRESIDENTIAL MINUTE

Professional Development and
Upcoming STC Meetings

If you were not one of the millions who
returned to school last month, you may
be left feeling a little behind. Education
brings with it a sense of renewal.
Exposure to new ideas and perspectives
is invigorating, and practicing/refining
skills makes us more effective. Ours is a
career area that is constantly changing,
and if we do not seek better ways of
serving our organizations and clients, we
can quickly become obsolete. As Will
Rogers said, “Even if you're on the right
track, you'll get run over if you just sit
there.”

Fortunately, your Central Ohio Chapter of
STC provides convenient alternatives for
professional growth—that will refresh you
and help to keep you from getting run
over. The monthly meetings provide
networking opportunities through which
you may learn a technique or trick that
will make your work easier or make a
contact who may lead to your next job.
Monthly meetings also provide programs
on topics of interest to technical
communicators.

Programs planned for this year are

Oct 19: Membership Meeting/Usability

Nov 16: Creating Archive/Content
Management. Speaker: Matt Dennis

Dec 16: Holiday Social Event

Jan 18: Secrets of Web Site Conversion.
Speaker: Theresa Wilkinson, W-edge
Design

Feb 15: Project Management
March 15: Information Gathering Skills

April 19: After-hours Facility Tour at Mills-
James Productions

May 17: Humor in the Workplace
Ignorance Management & Stupidity
Management: An Irreverent Look at the
Lighter Side of Knowledge Management.
Speaker: Michael Sutton, Kent State
University

So reserve the third Wednesday of every
month for the STC meeting. Come
mingle and learn with us. Come for
renewal. Come to share your ideas and
perspectives.

Debbie Hysell, President



SEPTEMBER MEETING RECAP
BJ Foster

Self Defense for the Technical Communicator: Proving Your
Value was the topic for our September kickoff meeting. Many
new faces joined the returning regulars to network around the
hors d’oeuvres buffet.

During the presentation, Mike Bickford and Chuck Beck gave us
pointers on how to continue to grow and succeed as a technical
communicator. The highlights included

e Don't fight fair—find an edge.

e Develop project management skills. Mike gave an excellent
presentation about how to use metrics to show your value,
prove your worth, and earn credibility.

e Remember that you are a professional. Act like a
professional and expect the respect accorded to
professionals.

e Hone your skills as a writer.

e Become a user advocate.

e Develop ancillary talents, such as graphic arts, editing, and
layout skills.

FROM THE EDITOR

“Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness”. So begins John Keats’
ode “To Autumn”. We're in the days of freshly pressed cider, cool
nights, and falling leaves. And we’re well under way in the new
year for the Central Ohio Chapter STC. The board members
have planned a full slate of programs, presented in this issue by
Debbie Hysell, chapter president. Melinda Rose and Bob Stein
discuss the value and definition of technical communicators. In
October, STC is launching a new training program: read the
details here.

If you would like to see your name in print (or pixels), contact me.

Jean Redmond

STC TRAINING PROGRAM: OCTOBER 20-21,
2005

Imagine a two-day course covering the things you need to
advance your career in technical communication—an in-depth,
focused course taught by some of the most respected names in
the field.

Now imagine that you have a choice of five such courses, each
covering a different subject within technical communication.
That's the STC Training Program—a new learning venue
designed for today's professionals and scheduled for October 20-
21.

The five two-day courses, described in detail at
www.stc.org/training, cover the following subjects:

e  The Architecture of Content. Instructor: Jonathan Price, STC
Fellow

e Creating and Using Personas to Improve Usability.
Instructor: Whitney Quesenbery, STC Associate Fellow

e Focusing on Content: Making Web Sites Work for Users.
Instructors: Janice (Ginny) Redish, STC Fellow, and
Caroline Jarrett

e Leadership in Information Management: Developing the
Business Framework and Implementation Roadmap for
Single Sourcing, Content Management, and Knowledge
Management. Instructor: Benhong Rosaline (Roz) Tsai, STC
Associate Fellow

e  XML: From Hand-Coding to WYSIWYG Authoring.
Instructor: Neil Perlin, STC Associate Fellow

The STC Training Program will take place at the Hyatt Regency
Crystal City, Crystal City, Virginia (near Washington, DC).
Register by October 18, 2005, and the cost for STC members is
$1,095 and $1,255 for nonmembers After October 18, costs
increase $150. Don't miss out on this unique opportunity. For
information or to register, please visit
http://www.stc.org/training.

Registration includes two breakfasts and two lunches. Discounts
are available for multiple registrants from the same company.

CAN JOURNALISTS BE CONSIDERED
TECHNICAL COMMUNICATORS?

Bob Stein

That's a question | have asked myself since joining STC three
years ago. As a former full-time newspaper reporter turned
technical communication instructor, it's no trivial issue.

Indeed, the Society itself has asked the same question recently,
although it doesn’t know it. STC has struggled in recent years
through a transformation initiative spearheaded at the Society’s
international level, prompted, in part, by shrinking membership
numbers. The transformation has sparked many conversations at
regional and international STC conferences about who technical
communicators really are, what they want, and how STC can
better serve them.

On the surface, newspaper and magazine journalists share many
characteristics with technical communicators. Both work from
style guides and both must be audience-focused. Both are
necessarily limited in the breadth and depth of their work—
technical communicators by clients, journalists by editors and
publishers. Both are frequently expected to do extensive
research prior to undertaking a writing project. Most importantly,
both are expected to be accurate and punctual without fail.

Another shared trait is the fluctuating, difficult job market for
technical writers and for journalists. The New York Times
announced September 20 that it would cut 500 jobs, including
newsroom positions—a scenario all too familiar to technical
communicators in recent years.

The differences are less important. For example, any technical
communicator I've ever met knows more about software and
publishing technologies than a roomful of reporters, whose digital
prowess seldom exceeds basic word processing and Internet
usage. But a few months of focused training would bridge that
gap.

With STC losing members and journalists losing their jobs, it
seems both fields could benefit from the other. Out-of-work
journalists could find new ways to apply their talents using STC’s
training and networking infrastructure. STC could overcome its
lack of identity among the general public by exposing itself to a
generation of would-be journalists.

So can journalists be considered technical communicators? Of
course. Perhaps the better question is this: why is STC doing so
little to reach out to such an obvious audience?

Bob Stein is a technical communication instructor at Columbus
State Community College and a freelance journalist. He is vice
president of the Central Ohio Chapter STC.
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REACHING OUT AND REACHING UP: ON
BECOMING A BETTER TECHNICAL
COMMUNICATOR

Melinda Rose

Whether you came to Tech Comm on purpose or by accident,
you stay because you found something you loved. The reasons
we all chose to become technical communicators are many and
varied, and if you asked ten writers, you'd probably get at least
five different answers. Here are just a few I've thought of:

e We like to get things right.

e We like to write and organize ideas.

e We can combine the technical with the creative. (We can
cross disciplines.)

e We can learn new technologies. (We are generally a curious
group.)

e We aren’t overcrowded as a profession—at least not yet.

e We have concern for our users.

e We are teachers at heart.

That last item is the one that speaks most to me. At heart, |
believe all technical communicators are teachers. None of us
writes hoping that no one will read our stuff. We want our
information to be read, to be used, to be found useful. If you don't
agree with teacher, then consider what it means to be a
communicator. Regardless, we should find the task of spreading
the good word about Tech Comm inherently easy!

Technical Communicators are best at facilitating the transfer of
technological information. Many of us were already writers,
teachers, and oral presenters before we entered the field. Most of
us were also technologically seasoned in some way
(programmers, engineers, business analysts). It's part of the
reason, | believe, that we joined Tech Comm. The ability to assist
in transferring complex information from technological hacks to
those who need to understand it (the users) is our gift.

There is much we are able to contribute, including database
writing and design, GUI design, hypertext navigation, usability
testing, online help systems, information processing analysis,
marketing, advertising (especially for technical products),
information mapping techniques, and training materials (including
CBTSs). We are better trained for these jobs than others because
we understand rhetorical concepts, audience needs, artifact
purpose (i.e., does it need to entertain or instruct), and writing
level. We're also excellent writers, an invaluable skill that we
often take for granted.

So, in order to keep Tech Comm advancing, we need to share
what we know, share what Tech Comm is with a variety of
different people and disciplines, including non-Tech Comm
academics and professionals. If we leave Tech Comm up to
nonwriting professionals and technical people, we will end up
with user documentation that confuses and confounds and Web
pages that serve no purpose other than to sell us stuff, and even

then we will not do it very well. We know they need us. We just
need to show them why they need us.

And this is all not just for the benefit of end users. Promoting
Tech Comm also ensures a steady stream of Tech Comm jobs.
Promoting Tech Comm in academia ensures that Tech Comm
programs at all levels of academia will continue to thrive and
more will be created. More research grants in Tech Comm will be
approved, which will result in better knowledge about our field
and about ourselves. We're talking about perpetuation of the
species here!

So here are a few suggestions on how we can make Tech Comm
better by first bettering ourselves:

e Educate yourself (take a class or read a book about Tech
Comm). Keep your skills sharp and keep up with what's new
in our field.

e Be a Tech Comm “ambassador” in the workplace. Look for
opportunities to apply your skills. If our field is going to
survive, we need to take back some of the work from
programmers that we should be doing, like interface design.

e Join a professional society. Attend their meetings and
conferences (membership fees are generally tax deductible).
Write for their journals.

e Volunteer in your kid’'s school or other worthwhile
organizations. Find ways to use your writing skills and offer
to help. (I write the monthly parent newsletter for my son’s
Cub Scout pack.)

e  Offer your assistance as a technical writer to a nonprofit
organization in your community (like the local Animal Rescue
group or Food Bank).

e  Offer to polish a friend’s resume. | have done this (for free)
for several friends who were laid off.

e Help coordinate an educational outreach program to a local
college or university (through a local STC chapter).

Conclusion

| wrote this article to express my opinions about Tech Comm,
why it's important, and what we can do as technical
communicators to promote our chosen profession. You may not
agree with everything I've said here, but | hope you will consider
acting on some of it. Speak positively about your job the next
time someone outside the field asks what you do. Sign up for that
HTML class you've always thought about taking. Pay your STC
dues. Ask your kid's teacher if she needs help writing or editing
her parent newsletter. Consider pursuing a postgraduate degree
in technical communication. The strength of our profession relies
on the strength and the skills of each and every one of us. Don't
get left behind.

Melinda Rose is a distance graduate student at Texas Tech in
the Master of Arts in Technical Communication Program. She is
a member of the Central Ohio Chapter STC and a Senior
Information Developer for Sterling Commerce.
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